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Jackson looked at the sea of faces that filled his territory’s largest open space, the ground behind the Town Hall. Everyone was dressed in black, pain etched on their faces.

From the moment all the packs arrived and started filling up the chairs they set out, he focused on not projecting his emotions or feeling theirs, something he hadn’t done since the days he felt the pack’s hatred of Layla in the shaky beginning of their relationship. It had been necessary then so he could know where all the threats lay, just as it was necessary to hide everything now. The amount of pain in the air was crippling. 

His pain tore him up the most.

He looked over at Jasmine, Micah’s wife, and their daughter Cassandra, who had come over from her new pack for this occasion. The two ladies were inconsolable. One year had passed, but their tears hadn’t dried. 

And it was his fault. 

Layla, Dylan, and Diedre said otherwise. Killing that witch's pack was something they all agreed had to be done, including Micah. They had gone together to ask his father to take action. King Richard’s refusal to do that was not the sole reason he’d died, but it contributed. 

But still, he was the one who ordered the attack on the Shadow Moon pack. He was the one who did all the things Hailey accused him of. 

And he was still standing while so many lost their lives because of him. 

It wasn’t just from his packs; all the rogues the witch had chosen and hexed were also victims. 

He felt Layla’s hand slip through his and then gently squeeze. He couldn’t hide anything from her anymore. It was the best and the worst part of their bond.

‘We’ll all be okay,’ she whispered in his head.

As always, her touch and her words soothed him. She had been a pillar of strength for him the whole time.

Alpha Ryker and about ten pack members arrived on his birthday days before, but more of the Night Walker Pack had been at his gates that morning. After the witch cast the spell that hexed his whole pack to start killing themselves, Ryker’s and Chase’s warriors stopped fighting and watched Hailey’s sick game, unable to intervene. They lost fewer people than he did. 

The Night Walkers made their way to a section at the back of the field, and the other packs gave them a wide berth. He didn’t see anyone getting along with them the way Layla hoped. They were as dark as their Alpha and just as untrustworthy.

Ryker came toward them and then only gave him a slight bow before he turned his attention to Layla. 

“My Queen,” Ryker said, his head lowered.

Cain growled in his head. That fucker. Though Ryker didn’t say anything other people hadn’t said before, his hackles rose. Layla was not ‘his queen’. Not the way it sounded when it came out of the foul Alpha’s lips.

But Layla smiled graciously, showing why she was perfect for the role, took Ryker’s hand, and allowed the fucker to kiss it. The smile on Ryker’s scarred face as he walked to his seat was disgusting. 

‘Be nice,’ Layla warned in his head. ‘Stop looking at him like that.’

He didn’t realise he’d been glaring. He sighed and looked back at the gathered people before his Beta, Dylan, walked up the makeshift stage in front of the Town Hall back doors. 

“Thank you all for coming today. It wasn’t an easy decision for some of you,” Dylan started. 

Like most people, Dylan was in all black: a black suit, shirt, and tie. 

“We’ve come together today to remember our fallen, the men and women who will always bind us together,” Dylan continued. “We all became brothers and sisters on those dark days. We all share the same pain.”

Jasmine sniffed, bringing his attention back to her. She was gaunt, and a black veil covered her face, but it didn't hide anything from him. Her pain was a knife through his heart. Cassie wrapped her arms around her mother, tears falling down her pale cheeks unchecked. He felt his chest tighten. 

If he had just insisted on fighting alone. If he’d ordered them all back to the packhouse, Micah would still be there. 

He looked away from the grieving widow and down at his hand entwined with Layla’s on his lap. The warmth from their bond washed over him, soothing him and taking some of his pain. It was seriously fucked up. He had no right to be happy. 

“Our pack witches will join and lead us in remembrance of our brothers and sisters. We’ll invite anyone who wishes to say a few words. We will run together to honour them tonight under the full moon. The hall is open to anyone, and food and refreshments are set out. Help yourselves.”

Dylan walked off the stage and came back to take his seat at his side. Micah should have been seated at Layla’s side. His mate squeezed his hand again.

It was still early afternoon. How the fuck was he going to get through the rest of the day?

Diedre walked onto the stage dressed in her colourful ceremonial robes. As the pack witch, she was also their shaman. As the strongest witch in all the territories in which he was King, she was the one who led all the other witches. Diedre wasn't part of any coven, but if she had been, she would have been their High Priestess. 

Diedre started to speak. Her voice was strong and washed over all of them. She didn’t raise her voice because every ear could pick up even her softest words. She invited all of them to say the names of the people they lost. Younger drummers, also in ceremonial garb, started to beat their drums softly. 

Four witches from all the other packs were in a line behind Diedre, and they all started to chant softly in rhythm with the beats. He felt their pure magic begin to wash over him like a balm meant to ease his pain. 

If only it could cleanse him, too. 

Diedre joined her sisters behind her, and they held hands. The magic became more potent with her voice. The packs started to whisper the names of their loved ones, one by one, and the witches’ chants carried their words away. 

He knew all their names. He knew all the bonds that Hailey so brutally ripped from him. 

He started with the name that hurt him the most.

“Micah,” he whispered.

His eyes closed. Saying his name out loud felt like losing him all over again. 

But he said it again. And then he said all the other names, one by one. The men and women. The children. He lost forty-two people from the first attack to the last. 

Cain howled as the pain slashed through both of them all over again. Layla squeezed his hand again, but he let go of her and clasped his hands together. He had to feel all of it. He had no right to the comfort she offered, not today. 

When he said all the names, he started again. 

“Micah...”

It would never get easier.

There was weeping in the packs. He let out a breath and dropped the mask that was protecting him. The pain from the packs felt like a million paper cuts all over his body, but it was his burden to bear. 

He didn’t get up when others took a break. He didn’t get up when others went to the stage and recalled their stories, the witches still chanting in the background. He heard all the words, and each added to the heavy load on his shoulders and the pain in his chest. 

When Jasmine spoke, the urge to escape filled him. He had not been able to offer Micah’s mate any comfort. He was failing his brother by letting his loved ones grieve by themselves. But when Jasmine started to weep, Layla was at her side as she always was. It was Layla who helped her back to her seat with words of comfort. 

The sun finally set, and the witches’ chants died down with the call of the moon. He was the first to stand and remove his clothes. He was the first to shift and howl his pain at the moon. It was a cathartic release, but he knew his pain would return. It would stay with him for the rest of his life.  And when he started to run through the woods, he looked back at Layla, still fully dressed and with tears flowing down her cheeks. 

He had never run with so many people before. All the Alphas ran behind him, and their people mingled and followed. The feel of the wind in his fur and the moon's call was soothing. He allowed them to provide the comfort he declined from his mate. 

Even though she heard what the witch, Hailey, said and knew he was lost in his dark soul, she loved him anyway. 

He could not accept that love on a day like this. He didn’t deserve it. 

Perhaps he never would. 



​



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


​Chapter 2
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Layla sat on the top step at the front of the packhouse, enjoying the silence. The last of the packs was just leaving; her head was already blissfully quiet.

She hadn’t anticipated how hard it would be to get through the memorial. She sighed and looked up at the top floor of the packhouse. Jax saw Chase off and then claimed he had something to do in their bedroom. He’d been alone there for at least an hour. She could sense why. He was still raw. He’d been wide open since the memorial and the run last night. 

She couldn’t comfort him; she’d never felt so useless in her life.

“That was a hard one,” Dylan said behind her. 

That was putting it mildly. She hadn’t known how much it hurt to lose a pack member until Jackson marked her. She felt like she lost parts of herself with each of them, even though she hadn’t known them well. No wonder they all wanted her dead after the first attack. 

“Are you heading out?” she asked. 

“Yes. I need to keep busy,” Dylan mumbled. 

Like the rest of the pack, the Beta hadn’t escaped being pulled into the depression the past few days brought. Her only hope was that everyone wouldn’t start to blame her for everything the way she blamed herself. It was a difficult spot to be in. To be so in love and happy on one side and so depressed and full of regret on the other. 

Dylan started to walk down the steps. 

“Tell Jackson I’m going around the other pack for official visits. I’ll be a few days.”

“What type of official visits?”

“As the King, Jax has to visit all his territories at least once a year to make sure everything is okay. But he’s been preoccupied lately, so I’m going in his place. It will be good to get away from everything for a while.”

She wished she could get away. But the pack needed them there; she wouldn’t become the selfish woman who pulled her partner away from his other duties. 

Dylan opened his car door when the gates opened. Two blacked-out SUVs drove in. The butterflies returned to her stomach. She’d been anxious and nervous for days. 

She stood and dusted her jeans off before walking down the steps.

“That’s today?” Dylan asked with a worried frown.

“Everyone’s gone. It should be okay,” she answered. At least she hoped so. But she knew things could go sideways at the drop of a hat.

“Maybe we should wait? I don’t know if having outsiders—”

“She’s not an outsider,” Layla growled. 

The cars stopped behind Dylan’s on the circular driveway, and the drivers’ doors opened. Two of the men she sent back that morning for Brit came out and bowed, and then the one at the front opened the back seat door. 

When Britney stepped out, she looked younger than ever. Her sister was terrified as she looked around her, and she couldn’t say she blamed her. She felt the same way the day she arrived. Driving through the forest they had all been taught to fear since they were children had been a big part of it, but now her sister was dealing with issues that would make everything seem worse than it was. 

At least Brit wasn’t going to start a war with her arrival.

At least, she hoped not. 

She closed the distance between them and took her sister into her arms.

“Everything will be okay, Brit. I promise,” she whispered.

She wished she could do what their mother did. She wished she could make people feel better just by being near her. But she hadn’t been able to shift again since that night with the witch, never mind learning anything else. 

“The way you keep telling me that makes me think things aren’t going to be okay at all,” Brit said when she finally pulled back from her.

Brit was going to be the smallest nineteen-year-old there. Was a huge, monstrous beast really going to burst out of her sister? It was worrying. But Jax told her it would be okay, so she had to trust that. 

“I know you’re confused,” she said, linking Brit’s arm with hers. “But let's settle you in first, and then we can talk.”

She looked back at the warriors unloading the cars. 

“You have a lot of things,” she teased. 

“You told me to pack everything,” Brit grumbled. 

All the warriors returned home for Jax’s birthday and the memorial, so they once again hired human security for her while she packed the things she needed to bring. And then, the first thing that morning, she sent the warriors who had looked after her for the past two years to return for her.

She looked back at the men. They had breaks and holidays during that time, and they’d been with the pack while Brit was at university, but she wasn’t surprised to sense that they were relieved to be home. 

“Don’t worry. You’ll have plenty of room for everything in your new room,” she smiled at her sister.

“How long am I staying? I have assignments to catch up on before the break.”

Poor Brit. Her whole life was about to change again, and she probably didn’t have a clue just how much.

“Your health is more important. You’ll stay for however long you need to.”

She led her sister up the stairs, and the first person they saw was Josh. The young warrior who’d been sent home after he made a connection with Brit. He was speaking to another young man, but the second they walked into the house, he looked at Brit, and his nostrils flared. 

Brit stopped and tensed, but Josh just nodded before walking out of the lobby.

“Asshole,” Brit muttered. 

She couldn’t stop the grin. Young love. At least Brit wouldn’t have the obstacles she and Jax had in the beginning. 

The man came down the stairs, perfectly composed, as if he didn’t fall apart in the bedroom. He smiled at Brit as he stopped in front of them.

Jax was still Brit’s least favourite person a year after he crushed the young girl’s dreams.

“Welcome home,” Jax said. 

“I won’t be staying for long,” Brit replied. “I’m sure I just need a break from all the stress of my schoolwork, and then I’ll be out of your hair.”

She met Jax’s gaze over Brit’s head. 

‘I don’t think she will take this well.’

She looked away from him because she knew what he would say. It was an argument they’d been having since Brit called her on Jax’s birthday.

“Let me show you your room. You’ll love it,” she smiled as she led Brit to the stairs.

‘Use the key.’

‘I’m not locking my sister up,’ she growled in her head. 

‘Just until everyone feels comfortable and we tell Brit—’

“I said no,” she said loudly.

Brit stopped mid-step and looked back at her. 

“I’m... I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ll explain everything.”

Shit. She got so used to doing that that she’d forgotten that she’d need to tone things down a little until she could explain things to Brit. Brit was nineteen, but she had been a lot younger and still in school when weird things started happening to her. Thinking she was having a mental breakdown hadn’t been easy, but she had already grown accustomed to it when Jackson brought her to the packhouse. 

Brit was going all in. It was going to be a baptism of fire. Her sister was naturally curious and would probably figure things out herself anyway. But she wasn’t going to lie to Brit. She wouldn’t lock her up so the pack could accept her first. She wouldn’t hide things and make her believe she was going crazy. 

She urged Brit to keep walking and took note of her increased anxiety.

“There’s something wrong with you, too, isn't there?” Brit whispered. 

“There’s nothing wrong with us, Brit,” she answered. “But we’ll speak tonight. There’s a little girl who’s been waiting for you all day; she even refused to nap.” 

The corners of Brit’s mouth lifted. As much as she had been unhappy when she’d turned up to see her with a newborn baby in tow, the two girls became fast friends. It reaffirmed her belief that Brit was meant to be there with everyone else. 

One big, happy family at last.

She opened the door to the room Jax locked her up in during her first few nights at the packhouse, and immediately the little red-haired bundle of energy jumped off the bed and ran to the door. 

“Bitty!”

And just like that, Brit’s anxieties melted as she picked up the little girl and laughed. 

One big, happy family, indeed.

There was nothing that would keep her away from Brit now. 
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“What do you mean we’re different? It's everyone else who is different.” 

Layla swallowed and set her cutlery down. The dining table had been full even before the guests arrived for the memorial, but now only the three of them sat around it. There had been a lot of confusion when she’d brought Britney down for dinner and a lot of sniffing. Brit smelled very human—nothing extra or ‘other’ about her. 

Her heart sank when she looked at all the empty seats.

She looked over at Jax, but he continued eating as if he was determined not to help her explain just because she wasn’t doing it how he wanted her to.

“Well... you said you’re hearing voices in your head—is it just one voice or many?”

Brit speared a potato without looking up at her.

“I don’t know. One, I guess,” Brit mumbled.

Where was her mother when she needed her? She disappeared before the place became too crowded with the excuse that she had lived alone for too long; she wasn’t used to crowds. She didn’t even have a chance to tell Rebecca that Brit was starting to experience some changes. Her mother would have been the perfect person to explain. 

“Well, see... you’re starting to go through some changes that may seem a little overwhelming at first,” she said carefully. “I’m not sure how long it will take, but you’re in the safest place, and I will help you every step of the way.”

“You’re not making sense. The safest place for what?” Brit asked, throwing her cutlery onto her plate. 

“You know how you thought something was wrong with the guys? With Jax?”

“I still think something is wrong with Jackson,” Brit mumbled again. 

Jackson gave Brit a pointed look but said nothing as he chewed a mouthful of his steak.

“You two are going to have to get along. We’re family now. You’ll have to get used to him being around for the rest of my life.”

Brit chuckled and pushed her plate away.

“I don’t know what fairytale you’re living in, but that never happens. He’ll leave,” Brit said. Her sister was making a point not to even look in Jax’s direction. “They always leave. He hasn’t even married you, and you’re talking about forever.”

Jax started coughing and then reached for his glass of water. When he settled himself, he met her gaze briefly before he turned back to his food. 

“It’s different for us,” she said weakly. It was hard to defend that when Jax didn’t look interested in the conversation. 

“Because you have a child together? People leave their children all the time,” Brit stated. 

“Not because of that. It's because we’re... mates. We’re fated.”

Britney stopped fidgeting and looked at her. And then she looked at Jax, possibly for the first time.

“Is that what they teach here?” Brit asked. “Destiny, and being one with the earth and all that?”

And then her sister’s eyes widened.

“You’re in a cult! Oh my god, Layla, you’ve mixed us up with a cult. Who else would live in this scary forest surrounded by wolves like they don’t know how many people disappear here every year?”

Jax coughed and covered his mouth, but she could feel his amusement colouring the air. 

Of course, he found that funny. She’d assumed the same thing when she first arrived, but it took her days to reach that conclusion. Brit hadn’t even been there a day yet.

“It’s not a cult. We’re... we’re a family. A pack.”

Brit pulled back in her chair, looking at her like she’d grown two heads. 

“I’ve had enough to eat now,” Britney said. “May I be excused?”

“Brit...”

“I think I just need to rest, Layla. I’m too wound up,” Britney said. 

She was. She could sense her sister was ready to unravel at any moment. Was Jackson right after all? Was she taking the wrong approach to this?

“Yes, of course,” she answered. “I’ll see you at breakfast.”

And by then, the place would be crawling with trainees. Brit would have the shock of her life before she’d explained anything. Her eyes widened as she watched her sister walk out of the dining room. 

“That went well,” Jax drawled.

“You could have helped me.”

“It was fun to watch,” Jax laughed. 

“This is serious, Jax. I remember how I felt when I first got here. This place is scary, and everyone is intimidating,” she sighed, throwing her napkin onto the table. “I remember thinking I was going crazy and all my emotions were too much for me. I don’t want Brit to feel like that.”

The smile left Jackson’s lips. Though he’d had his reasons, Jackson was the biggest reason she had felt like that.

“Give it time, Layla. Wolves are suspicious by nature. It’s why we’re dining alone and why Britney will think you’re lying until she’s open to the truth. And she is not ready for the whole truth yet.”

She sighed. No one could prepare for the whole truth. What would Britney say when she learned that her big sister killed people? 

“We’ll tell the guys on patrol to stay on the lookout in case she goes out of the house, but you will have to keep her inside, Layla.”

She sighed. Maybe for one day. Maybe until she told Brit the rules. 

“Let’s go to bed. We’ll figure it all out in the morning,” Jax said with a small smile as he pushed his chair back and stood.

She’d lost her appetite anyway. She’d expected the big revelation to end differently, yet she hadn’t been able to even utter the word ‘werewolf’ without feeling like Brit would freak out. 

Jax helped her out of her chair and then snaked his arm around her waist as he led her out of the room. 

“I’d never have been able to tell her everything anyway,” she said. 

Maybe she didn’t need to. All the drama was over now, and no one was out to hurt her. There hadn’t even been a Hunter sighting in town for over a year. 

They were about to start walking up the stairs when the front door opened and Gavin walked in. Though Jax kept his face neutral, she didn’t miss the tension in his arm.

“Alpha. Luna,” Gavin said, his head bowed.

“Hi, Gavin,” she answered with a smile.

She needed to take that pressure off Jax. 

“All done for the night?”

“Yes. I was just coming to give my report before I go home for the night,” the Gamma said. “There have been some questions about your sister, but I wasn’t sure how to address them.”

“If anyone asks, tell them we will introduce her properly when she’s ready,” she answered, her smile losing its shine.

What sort of questions? The same they’d had about her? The pack accepted her even though she was different, but now she was asking them to accept someone else. And there wasn’t even a guarantee that Brit would shift. 

“Yes, Luna. Goodnight,” Gavin said.

Jackson only started walking again when Gavin walked back out of the house. His tension eased, but he didn’t say a word.

Was she supposed to talk about what he was feeling? He knew she could sense all of it, but would it be an invasion of his privacy if she spoke about something he hadn't opened up about yet? If she told him he had to stop beating himself up over Micah?

Most of the time, Jackson was fine. They laughed and screwed like there was no tomorrow. But other times, he fell into this deep well of guilt, grief, and depression that she couldn't pull him out of. 

“Do you want to watch a movie? It’s still too early to sleep.”

“Who said we’re going to be sleeping?” Jax asked with a grin, looking down at her. 

His mood lightened a little, probably because he knew what he was doing to her with all his heavy emotions. But she decided not to call him out for trying to hide them. He would talk when he was ready. They had their whole lives ahead of them, after all. 

She was his mate. It wasn’t like he could leave her anyway. She just had to be patient. 
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Layla stood in the shadows of the trees and watched one of the younger trainees stop and listen to his surroundings. He wouldn’t find her. She had this part of her gifts down; she could do it without effort. 

The boy lowered to his haunches and tilted his head. He was listening to the vibrations in the air—the sound of breathing, a heartbeat. Anything at all so he could pass through this stage of his training. At least he would get a chance to advance. She was just stuck there.

It was also supposed to be a test for her to make sure she kept practising her skills. She wanted something more challenging than playing around with the kids in the woods. They must have forgotten that she’d killed enemy wolves with her bare teeth in her human form. And she was the one who’d got that witch who’d plagued them all. Or it was precisely the reason they kept giving her these stupid exercises because she was beginning to suspect that no one wanted to spar with her. Brit would probably get further ahead in her training once she started. 

The young trainee rose and started walking again. The warrior in charge of the session claimed the young man already mastered how to sneak up on the enemy, but it sounded like a herd of elephants was trampling through the forest to her ears.

She had an unfair advantage. It was why she needed to find a better way to train. Jax was the only one she could go one-on-one with, but maybe it was time she asked her mother. Her mother knew of the dangers out there; she would teach her if asked to. 

Maybe it was time to finally bury the hatchet and rebuild their relationship properly. 

When the boy walked out of the woods to tell the trainer he failed, she sighed and slipped out of the shadows that engulfed her. She didn’t bother masking her scent or any sounds she made as she marched out of the woods. 

“Can I move on to weapons training or something else?” she asked.

The trainer lowered his gaze, and it exasperated her. That was another reason they didn’t train her as hard as they prepared the others. She was their Luna, and her mate was an overprotective bastard. 

“Um... I’ll see what Alpha Jackson says...”

She sighed and walked away before he spewed any more words that would ruin her mood. 

The man once told her he would bring her back to the packhouse and train her when she thought of running away from the Hunters. Now if he wasn’t the one doing it, no one else was allowed to. 

Still, that was a problem for another day. She had Brit to worry about that day. 

Hope was in the lobby when she walked into the house. The toddler’s face lit up when she saw her, and she ran into her arms for a cuddle. 

“Good morning, Sunshine,” she said as she kissed her daughter on the top of her head and then balanced her on her hip. 

Hope’s hair was growing fast, and the bright red made her stand out the same way she had stood out when she’d been younger. She suspected Hope was like her, but with her father’s genes, she had no idea what was in store for her child. But she knew Jax would have to let Hope train like the others. He couldn’t give any special treatment to either of them just because they were his. 

“Morning, Miss Layla.”

She smiled and walked across the lobby to Faith, who’d offered to babysit Hope so she could talk with Brit.

“Morning, Faith. Are you just about ready to leave?”

The semester break hadn’t started yet. Faith only came home for the birthday and memorial, but there were still a few more weeks until they broke off for the summer. 

“Yeah, we’re leaving later this afternoon,” Faith answered as they started to walk together to the kitchen. “Mum’s already crying like I’m not going to come back.”

“She misses you when you’re not here, but don’t worry. Hope and I look after her.”

The woman in question was busy giving orders as the morning rush began. Grace’s face lit up like Hope’s when she saw them, and she came toward Faith to embrace her. They had the type of relationship she hoped to have with Hope when she was older. The kind she wished she had with Rebecca. 

“Come and sit down for breakfast, Faith. You’ve lost so much weight; you haven’t been looking after yourself,” Grace said as she fussed over her child.

Faith rolled her eyes but smiled as her mother led her to the kitchen island and placed a plate of steaming food in front of her a second later. 

“What may I get you, Luna?” Sandra asked as she turned around to face her and Hope. 

Her cheeks were reddening, and she sensed the older woman’s mortification. She fussed over her child before attending to the Luna like any good mother was supposed to. There was no need for her to feel like that. 

“Don’t worry about me. I was just coming to say we will have breakfast with my sister in my room this morning. You can lay out the dining room for everyone else,” she answered with a smile.

There was no point in everyone skipping a meal again. She would take Jax’s suggestion and ease everyone into things.

She told Faith not to forget to say goodbye and left the uncomfortable Omegas to their duties. Jax said it would take some time until they opened up to her like Faith, but at least they weren’t afraid of her anymore. 

Jackson was just coming down the stairs when she returned to the lobby. He looked tired. Even after he’d made love to her, his thoughts kept him up longer than they should have. He hadn’t even woken up when she’d got up for training. 

He smiled when he saw them and kissed the top of Hope’s head before he kissed her lips.

“You should have woken me,” he said. 

“You needed the rest. Maybe we should take a break today?” she offered.

“I have a lot of—”

“Come on,” she urged, putting her free arm around him. “Everything is fine. There’s nothing urgent that you need to do. We could spend days in bed; no one would notice.”

“Pretty sure this young lady would notice,” he said as he took Hope into his arms when the little girl demanded his attention. She squealed when Jax blew raspberries on her chubby cheek.

Jax was right; the little girl always looked for him. Hope was a daddy’s girl through and through. Just as she had been before her mother left, before Gerald became a shell of himself. In times like these, when she watched the two of them together, her heart twisted with thoughts of her father. She would never understand how anyone could have a child and discard them so easily. He’d sold her to pay off debts. That was how little she meant to him. 

Her mood lowered. Jackson stopped kissing his daughter and met her gaze over her head. 

“You’re right,” he said after a while. “Everything is perfect right now. We have our health, we have our little family, and we have peace in our territory. Everything is fine. There’s no reason why I can’t take a few days off and just relax with my girls.”

A small smile formed on her lips as his words pushed her father out of her mind again. 

“You’ve just jinxed us,” she teased. “You’re not supposed to say things like that, or everything will go wrong.”

Jax chuckled as he put his arm around her and then turned to go back up the stairs. 

“Don’t tell me I mated with a superstitious woman,” he teased. “Before that witch, we were pretty much the happiest, safest territory in the world. I doubt anyone will mess with us now that I have you by my side.”

“Imagine if they came here and found out I’m actually pretty useless because no one is training with me,” she snorted. 

“Are we going to fight about that?” Jax grinned. “Because I have a stack of paperwork on my desk...”

She didn’t know if Jax chose to be that dense about that subject on purpose or if he genuinely thought she was happy with the crumbs he threw her when he did train with her. But she didn’t want to fight about that at all. 

“I’ll get Brit for breakfast so we can hang out together. I need you to make more of an effort with her,” she said. 

“Yes, dear.”

He didn’t hide his grin this time.

But she had to admit that arguing about the little things was much better than constantly fighting for their lives and wondering if he loved her. Perhaps this was the ‘happy ever after’ part of things, after all. 
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​Chapter 5
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Jax watched his mate nervously sipping her cup of coffee while she watched Britney fuss over her niece.

Layla was determined to have her sister with them, like she had forgotten how she reacted to the life-altering news. She’d been in a zombie-like state for days. He understood that Britney, like Layla, liked to have all the facts to figure things out herself, but the timing wasn’t right. Brit still had to go and finish the semester so she could wrap up her first year in college. 

“So... Did you sleep well?” Layla asked. 

“I’m in a cult in the middle of a forest full of wolves. How do you think I slept?” Brit answered without looking away from Hope. 

Layla put her mug down and pushed the food on her plate around. She hadn’t really eaten it, just as she hadn’t eaten much of her dinner. 

“We’re not a cult, but you’ll see that for yourself soon,” Layla said. “But we need to talk about why you’re here. You sounded terrified when you called me.”

Britney’s eyes widened as she looked up at her sister and then at him.

That was another mistake Layla was making. Her sister didn’t like him, much less trust him. And she was still terrified of him, despite the jabs she took at him when they met. Layla could sense the same things. She should have had the conversation in private so Britney would feel more comfortable talking about it. 

“It’s okay, Brit. You can trust him,” Layla urged gently.

“I’m fine, Layla,” Britney said, turning back to her food. 

He sighed as he picked his coffee up and stood. He didn’t know why Layla wanted him there. It wasn’t like he could shift to demonstrate. His beast wouldn’t put Britney at ease; he was the worst one to pick for that. But he’d promised to spend time with them, so that was what he would do.

He frowned as he walked to the other end of the balcony to lean over the railing. 

Spending time with Layla wasn’t a chore; he didn’t know why he thought like that. He’d have been over the moon to be stuck in a room with her any other day. But the past few days had been heavy; he needed a little more time to get over them. 

And once his head was right, he'd take Layla away somewhere and propose as he'd planned. He needed to learn to live with what he had done to his people somehow so that life could go on. That plan had to get back on track; it would also give his people something to celebrate. 

The sisters started to argue, Brit whispering because she didn't know he could still hear her. That was another thing Britney would hate once she found out. Layla knew she could take her to the conference room for privacy, but she was still doing it in the open. 

He sighed and looked over the empty training fields. They all went back to hiding their nature because of Brit, so training was only being done at certain times. 

His phone rang, and he found himself wishing it would be an emergency that would pull him away so Layla could speak with Brit properly. The screen said it was the Royal Hotel. They never called him directly for anything; the humans he hired to run the day-to-day things were quite capable. 

“Yes?” he answered. 

“Sir, this is Mr Ambrose, the Head of Security at the Royal Hotel,” the man started. “I’m sorry to bother you so early, but a man came in, causing a scene this morning. He was shouting in the lobby that you kidnapped his daughters.”

He turned around and looked at the bickering sisters with a sigh. Gerald Carlisle did the same thing at Britney’s school when he’d first taken her in, but his warriors dealt with him. It was funny how he’d been so concerned about Brit, but he backed off when they’d given him some money. 

“Where is he now?”

“I’m holding him in one of the security rooms until he’s a bit sober. The PR department and front-of-house teams are handling any fallout from the disruption he caused. I need to know how you want me to handle him. He said his name is Gerald Carlisle.”

At the mention of her father’s name, Layla turned to look at him with a frown. She never spoke about her father, even though he was directly responsible for the situation she and Britney had been in before he’d rescued them. But if anyone understood complicated father-child relationships, it was him.

“Keep him there. I’ll be right over.”

Maybe it was time he met his future father-in-law.

“Um, Brit, I’ve just remembered I have something to do today,” Layla said as she stood. 

He hadn’t expected her to leave Britney. Did she realise that they would have to lock her in until they were sure she would be okay out with the pack?

“Layla—”

“It’s important,” Layla said. 

‘I need to see him. He has no right to do that.’

“You said we were going to hang out all day,” Britney grumbled as she stood.

“I know, I just... I need to go for a little while,” Layla said as she got up. “Can you... Can you stay in your room until I get back?”

Brit turned back and gave Layla a pointed look.

“Do I have a choice?”

“Just until I get ba...”

Brit had already walked away. Layla turned to him as if asking for help, but what was he supposed to do?

“You can stay and talk to her,” he offered. “I’ll go deal with him. I’m sure you can find him again once things settle down.”

“My father shouldn’t even be looking for her.” Layla growled, and anger surged in their bond.

Fifteen minutes later, they arranged a sitter for Hope and were about to get into the car when Dylan drove up the driveway. He was back early. It usually took at least a week to make the rounds, and that was with visiting only a few of the territories. Something was wrong. 

“What happened?” he asked his Beta when he got out of the car. 

“I think people are still being cautious,” Dylan said. “A couple of them wouldn’t let me in, and the pack that opened the gates had heavy security. They said their scouts are a few days late to return, so the whole pack is on alert.”

If the witch was still alive, he would have instantly suspected she’d gotten her hands on them and hexed them. But they’d had peace for a year now; it was unlikely that anyone else would want to start a war when they all suffered losses at Hailey’s hands. The scouts likely encountered some other problem; they would report the matter soon. All pack scouts were highly skilled; they trained as warriors as well as the additional skills they needed to do their job.

He knew what the issue was, though. He’d known that would happen. His pack was trying to heal from what happened, but they accepted Layla as their queen because they saw how she fought for them. But to everyone else, she was still a faceless human who caused all their problems. 

He would have to go on a diplomatic tour to introduce her and ease their fears so they would accept his mate. 

He put them out of his mind and sighed as he opened the passenger door of his car for Layla. 

“I’ll go there myself in a few days. Don’t worry about it.”

That would have to wait until he’d dealt with Layla’s father and then her sister. Then maybe when all that shit was done, he could whisk Layla away and propose.

“They just need time, I think. A lot has changed lately,” Dylan shrugged. “Where’re you guys going?”

“The hotel. We’ll be back by tonight, so take care of Hope and Britney.” 

The drive to the city was made in silence. Layla’s anger increased with every minute, and by the time they were out of the forest and driving on the smooth road leading to town, he sensed she was ready to explode. 

“Whatever happens, you know you’ve got me, right?” he asked. 

And he didn’t mean just with her dad. He’d been feeling things he had no right to inflict on his mate, which would upset her emotional stability, too. 

“Yes,” she answered. 

He took the hand on her lap and brought it to his lips while he kept his eyes on the road. 

“Be patient with me. I know it hasn’t been easy for you, but I’ll do better,” he promised.

“I wish you’d talk to me, though,” Layla said. “I don’t like seeing you in pain; I want to help.”

“You’re already helping. I’d be a mess without you. All those bonds being severed at the same time were hard to endure. While everyone else feels the loss because we’re all connected, I also feel it on a more physical level.”

“I know. I felt it, too. It was excruciating,” Layla whispered. 

He looked back at her and tensed. He’d known she would have felt that he was in pain since she was his mate, but he hadn’t thought she’d feel the pain herself. Guilt started to eat him up at that thought. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked, returning his gaze to the road. 

“I’m okay, Jax,” she said, bringing their joined hands to her lips and kissing his hand as he’d done hers. “Don’t worry about me.”

How could he not? They had no idea what this meant. She’d felt the bonds being ripped from him, but what if that meant she could feel all the pain inflicted on him the same way? 

When he finally parked the car in the underground parking lot, he turned to face his mate. 

“I can help your father if you want me to,” he offered. “I can take over his finances and help him get clean. Then you won’t have to worry about him—”

“I’m not worried about him. That man is dead to me,” Layla said. “Thank you for the offer, but save your generosity for someone who’ll appreciate it. I’m just here to make sure he understands what I will do to him if he comes near Brit again.”

Layla left him no room to argue as she got out of the car. A year ago, he would have worried that all of that anger she was holding inside her would bring her wolf to the surface and expose them all. But his mate looked outwardly calm as she walked to the elevators. 

He was impressed with her control, but the hard edges around her were a bit worrying. Had he changed Layla so much that she appeared just as ruthless as his beast?
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​Chapter 6
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Layla was fuming when Jax led her through the doors to the hotel's security centre. 

Gerald Carlisle said and did many things that would forever be engraved in her heart and mind, but their last argument kept ringing through her head. It was funny. She hadn’t seen or spoken to her father since the night Costas took them, but she remembered it like it was yesterday. 

‘You’re going to have to think of your sister. I’m going to give him what he wants.’

‘I’m going to give him you.’

‘You’re a high school dropout. Scrubbing rich people’s toilets is all you’ll ever do.’

‘You look just like your mother; I’m sure you’ll make more money on your back.’

He’d cut her up with his words. How could a father ever think that about his child? How could he think that was in any way okay?

She clenched and unclenched her fists to control her anger as a man met them at the door and bowed his head in greeting. She’d forgotten about the hotel rules. When she’d worked there, she thought her employer thought himself superior to his employees, but now she knew it was just to avoid confrontation with werewolf guests. Sometimes a wolf could take certain looks as a challenge. 

Mr Ambrose led them to another set of doors to a room with four doors, two on each side. She never had the clearance to enter any security rooms, so she was surprised to see a room set up like a jail. He unlocked one of the rooms and opened it before standing aside. Immediately, the stench of alcohol and filth filled her nose.

Jax stood aside, too, and what she saw made her angrier. 

Gerald was curled up on the floor, lying in his vomit and other bodily fluids. He was covered in dirt and grime as if he were homeless, and his brunette hair was longer, more tangled and matted than she remembered. His t-shirt was torn, and his sweatpants lowered so she could see part of his ass. Real classy.

“He’s taken my girl... Bring her back to me,” Gerald mumbled.

This was where she had come from. She was the fruit of this man’s loin. Shame filled her as she looked back at her mate. What would he think of her? First, she’d introduced a mother who’d abandoned her and now a father covered in piss. 

“Where’s Britney?” Gerald mumbled again.

Not ‘Where’s Layla?’. She had never been important to Gerald, despite being the one who’d taken care of him. 

Gerald rolled to face the door, and his eyes widened when he saw her standing there. Her father gasped and sat up.

“Rebecca?” he whispered.

Right. That was the other reason Gerald stopped caring about her. She looked just like the woman who walked out on them, more so now that she'd visibly changed because of her wolf.

“Becca, is that you? Have you come back to me?”

“It’s Layla. I doubt Rebecca would come anywhere near you right now.”

Her father’s disappointment was crushing, but the man stood and quickly came forward. She stepped back before he could touch her, and Jackson moved quickly to block him. Gerald stopped, and his hazel eyes narrowed on Jackson.

“Where’s Britney? Where’s my little girl?”

She took a deep breath to calm the anger that threatened to spill over before she stepped around Jackson.

“She stopped being your little girl when you stopped taking care of her,” she growled. “Britney doesn’t need you.”

“And is that what she told you?” Gerald snarled. “Or are you once again making decisions for her like she’s still a little girl?”

Did he resent her for that? She couldn’t believe what Gerald implied, even though Brit accused her of the same thing when she tried to stop Rebecca from seeing her. 

“I had to step up and be the responsible one,” she hissed, stepping forward so she was right in front of Gerald. “I made decisions that I would have never made if you had been the parent you were supposed to be. Go back from whatever hole you crawled out of and leave Britney alone.”

“I haven’t seen her in over a year!” Gerald shouted. “That man and his half-brained bodyguards kept me away; you had no right to do that.”

“As opposed to selling her to a mobster?” she asked.

Gerald had the grace to look remorseful, but she’d always known that he only planned for Costas to take one of his girls. 

“Bring her to me; she can tell me herself if she doesn’t want to see me.”

“This is the last time you’ll see me, Gerald. And you will never see Brit again. Consider us dead. I will leave very strict instructions with the security about what they should do to you if you ever step foot in this hotel again.”

She turned to walk away from him, hopefully for the last time in her life, but Gerald grabbed her arm and pulled her back.

“You can’t do that to me! I’m her father—”

His shouting was cut off when Jackson grabbed his arm and twisted it behind him. Gerald yelped in pain and immediately shut up when he realised who had him. 

“You said I could see her in a year,” Gerald whispered. 

She could see the tears forming in her father’s eyes and felt the wave of pain that came with them.

“You said she would come back to me. But she just disappeared. I’ve been looking for her everywhere,” Gerald continued. “If I’d known, I wouldn’t have taken your money.”

Her eyes snapped up to meet her mate’s gaze.

Her father’s words whirled around in her head as she sensed Jackson’s guilt. How could he have offered that when he knew what this man did? When he was the one to rescue them in the first place?

After the deal, she was supposed to have taken Brit away to start fresh somewhere else. Why the hell would he have made any such deal with Gerald? And why give him any money at all?

“Layla... Your eyes...” Gerald whispered. 

She lowered her gaze and turned to walk out of the room. The Head of Security was still outside; he opened the main doors for her when she approached him. 

“Layla, wait.”

She couldn’t even look at him, much less stop to have a conversation. It had been almost two years since Jackson took her to his home. In all that time, he hadn’t found a moment to tell her what happened?

‘Sorry, Layla. I gave your useless addict father some money to get him off my back until I could give Britney back to him.’ Or ‘Sorry, Layla, I bought you from your father.’

Something. Anything so she wouldn’t find out like this. Jax did many other horrendous things to her before he marked her, so why had he kept that a secret?

“Layla.”

Did he even know what her father would have done with that money? He wouldn’t have paid his debts or his bills. He would have hit up the first bar he saw and found a dealer. Gerald and money didn’t mix well, not since Rebecca left him. He could have ended up dead in a ditch somewhere.

And that was probably the root of her ridiculous anger and contradictory emotions. Her feelings for her parents were always volatile, but she had still been there for Gerald. She’d fed and clothed him, cleaned up his vomit, or dressed his wounds when he’d been in a fight. Despite knowing he didn't like looking at her, she cared for him as if she were the parent. 

With a large amount of money, Gerald could have died, and she would never have known.

She weaved through a group of security personnel and continued walking to the main doors with her head down. Jax’s betrayal felt like a claw dug deep into her heart, twisting and squeezing until it was ready to explode. 

If he had just told her, then she would have...

What would she have done? Asked him to check on the man who’d sold her? The man she washed her hands of?

She walked out of the security rooms to the staff hallway and turned towards the lobby. A couple of cleaners pushed their carts toward the service elevators, but she didn’t lift her head to check if she knew them. She wasn’t in control of herself yet.

“Layla, can we talk about this?”

She pushed open the door into the hotel lobby and only took a few steps forward before she froze. 

There was something in the air that didn’t feel right.

Something dark and twisted. 

Something she hadn’t felt since she came face to face with the Hunters. 

Jackson’s large hand slipped into hers, and he gently pulled her towards the elevator. 

She could hear the way his heart started to pound in his chest. The same way her heart pounded. He didn’t let go of her hand until the elevator opened in the basement, and he led her to their car.

How did he drive away so calmly? How could he resist the urge to speed out of the parking lot and through every red traffic light? 

The day she had been afraid of was here. The Hunters were back.
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​Chapter 7
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Jax drove in the opposite direction to the packhouse, fighting the urge to put his foot down on the gas. 

How had he not sensed them approaching the hotel? Or had they been there all along, but he was distracted by his worry about Layla and her dad?

Since Layla went out first, he couldn’t be sure if they saw her face or if her eyes were still glowing. Would the Hunters have sensed them? Masking himself became second nature to him, but Layla had been on the verge of losing control. 

“What are we going to do?” Layla whispered.

“Nothing. We’ll go and lay low for a few days until they go. I sensed only a few of them; they might be passing through.”

Those words did nothing to ease his mate, and they didn’t ease his mind. Had he missed something? He’d been carefully watching the new employees at his hotel, but most of the ones he’d gotten rid of were still in town. He was still watching them, too. Still monitoring their calls and emails. But he was aware he couldn’t watch the whole city. 

“The last time we thought they were just passing through, they brought a hunting party back.”

The fear he could feel in her coloured her voice.

“Everyone’s been laying low since they were last here; we don’t even come into town anymore. We’ve done nothing that could have brought them into town.”

“Or they figured out who I am because my mother’s picture is all over their bases.”

He couldn’t lie to her that it wasn’t a possibility. Hunters were the most tenacious bastards he knew. They would hunt their targets until they got them; Rebecca was a perfect example. She’d lived on the run, abandoning her husband and two little girls for their safety.

Would Layla do that to him?

He looked at his mate and saw all the colour drain from her face. She gnawed on her bottom lip, and her eyes flashed again.

“We’ll figure it out. We can lead them away again if it comes to it. We can hide anywhere in the world.”

Layla didn’t say anything back but took a deep breath and slowly started to mask herself. To hide the fears mirrored inside him. 

Before marking her, he would have looked at her face and assumed she felt nothing. But now that he was a part of her, he could still sense those emotions she was trying to protect him from, the same way she felt his. 

The last time the Hunters were in town, Layla thought of running away. If she thought for a second that leaving him was an option, she had to think again. He would always know where to find her.

Another thought occurred to him. The Hunters were so advanced in technology that they would also know how to find them. Why hadn’t he thought of that first? They already said too much out loud in the car. 

‘Don’t say anything else. We might be bugged,’ he warned Layla.

Layla sucked in a breath and whipped her head around to look at him. The hammering in her chest started again. 

‘There’s a burner phone in the glove compartment,’ he said in their mindlink as he put his eyes back on the road. ‘There’s only one number on it; call it, please. Dylan will know what to do until I call him again.’

Layla did as he asked and put the phone on before she dialled the number. His Beta answered in the first few rings.

“Take precautions.”

There was silence on the other side before Dylan said, “Yes, sir,” and hung up.

His Beta knew his job. There was only one reason he’d call him using a private number on a burner phone. Dylan would be in charge, and Diedre would strengthen their protection wards. His witches’ strength grew in bounds since Layla healed her; she would help the other packs, too. This time, they had a better chance because of Diedre and all the extra security measures they put in place. He had to remember that. 

Until then, he and his mate were laying low.

He drove silently and took a long way around to park in a public car park. Once the engine stopped running, he called on his beast to sense any threats in the area. He also kept his ears open for anything in or on the car. Bugs constantly emitted waves as they sent a signal to the owner.

When he sensed nothing in the car, he breathed and sat back. 

Maybe he was being too cautious. He hadn’t even looked around the lobby because he would have given himself away if they were watching him. 

“Let’s go for a walk,” he said, taking the phone from her hand.

‘Switch your phone off and leave it in the glove compartment.’

They might have already been tracking their phones if they had been looking into them since their run-in in the forest. Maybe it was too late, and they’d figured things out already. 

He needed to move quickly to find out what the hell was happening.

He put the hotel’s number as the second number on the burner phone and then pulled his main phone from his pocket to switch it off. 

‘There’s another car in a parking lot a block over.’

He didn’t waste any more time as he took Layla’s hand and joined the early afternoon shoppers walking through the mall. By the time they got to the other car, Layla was stiff with the tension in her body. 

‘You didn’t teach me how to fight them,’ she said in his head.

He stopped in the middle of putting his seatbelt on to look at her.

‘You’ve been training every day,’ he pointed out. ‘And your fighting has improved—’

‘It’s not enough, you know that,’ Layla interjected.

And a flash of anger accompanied her words. He got that she was anxious, but it sounded like she was blaming him for their predicament.

‘We’ll talk about this when we get to a safe place,’ he said as he pulled out his phone.

‘Yes, of course. Whatever you decide to do is what we’ll do.’

“Seriously?” he asked out loud, noting her rising anger.

‘Our daughter is back there. My sister is there. If I’d left the first time, the Hunters wouldn’t have returned.’

‘They wouldn’t have returned to where they saw you? Come on, Layla, use your head.’

Layla sighed and folded her arms across her chest. 

‘Let’s just go. I need to think.’

He didn’t like where the conversation was heading, but they didn’t have time to argue. He dialled the hotel number while starting the car. He was put through to Mr Ambrose when he stated who he was. 

“Send me the security footage of the lobby from when Mr Carlisle came in, to about half an hour after we left.”

If he could put a face to the Hunters, he could figure things out quickly. And his security team wouldn’t think anything about his asking for the footage after Gerald's incident. If there were still Hunter spies in his hotel, then that wouldn’t look too suspicious.

“Get Mr Carlisle cleaned up and give him a room and supplies. He’s not allowed out of it until I say so.”

Layla whipped her head around to face him again.

“Yes, sir,” Mr Ambrose said before he hung up.

“Why are you giving him a room?” she asked.

‘Do you want him to make another scene right now? Do you want him to tell everyone what he saw?’

Layla looked away from him again without answering. He let out a breath to relieve some of his tension before he drove the car to the highway that would take them out of the city. The further they went without a tail, the more his anxiety subsided. 

But Layla's tension remained. Her thoughts remained in turmoil, but he could do nothing for her until there was more information. No assurances he could give beyond what he already said.

Why was she worrying about fighting the Hunters when there was a deadly wolf inside her that would fight for their survival? Everything she knew how to do, she learned by herself. He’d never met another wolf like her, so he couldn’t train her beyond developing the skills she already manifested. 

A few hours later, he drove down the driveway to the safehouse where Hope was born. No one was around them for miles; Ryker’s pack was the closest. He believed Amber hadn’t disclosed the location of this hideout because she had hoped to somehow return to the packs after he and Layla were dead. If she told them, they would have already swarmed the place. 

Layla got out of the car, her shoulders still showing how tense she was, and waited for him to unlock the door.

“Why are you angry with me?” he asked when she walked into the house ahead of him. 

“I’m not angry. I’m just frustrated,” Layla sighed. “I knew they would come for me; I shouldn’t have relaxed. I shouldn’t have even shown my face in town.”

He locked the door behind him and walked over to his mate.

“Let's not worry just yet,” he said, rubbing her arms. “We’ll check the footage and see who they are. Dylan would already have sent a small team to watch them; they know what to do if it looks like they are making a move.”

“They almost caught us last time. That forest is huge, but it’s not infinite. They’ll—”

“Every pack has a backup plan after last time. When there's any movement, all the children and elderly will be moved to safety. No one will run around in circles this time; you know that."

Past the meeting point, deep in the woods, all the witches came together to hide the cargo planes he stored there for emergencies. What good was all his money if he couldn’t get the vulnerable people to safety? It wasn’t something he thought of before the Hunters got past the first wards with Hailey’s and Amber’s help.

Layla sighed and then leaned into him. When he put his arms around her, he felt some of her tension leave her body.

“We’ll be okay, Layla. We just have to stick together,” he said as he took in her sweet scent. 

He allowed it to soothe him only for a moment before releasing her. 

“I have a laptop here. Let’s check the security footage.”

And then afterwards, he would decide if they were going home or going to war.
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Layla couldn’t relax as she watched the videos playing simultaneously on the screen.

The last time she was at this house, Jax told her it was entirely off the grid. He hadn’t once mentioned that he had a room hidden behind the pantry where he could communicate with people without any problems with the network. It was probably how Gavin warned them about Amber when they caught her scent before Hope was born.

She couldn’t stop her foot from bouncing as she sat next to Jax at a desk full of computer screens and software. The scene with her father was hard to watch. She had assumed he had gotten into that filthy state when he’d been locked up in the security room, but he went into the hotel like that. 

Filthy. Spouting bullshit. And repeatedly asking for her by name. 

Everyone in the lobby tried to avoid him as if he were diseased. He showed everyone that he was from the other side of the tracks, the side that all the clientele would turn their noses at. And they could see that mess from six different angles. The cameras in the lobby captured every humiliating detail.

She’d looked away at that part and hadn’t pushed Jax’s hand away when he put it over hers to comfort her. There was a bigger issue to worry about now than how she felt about her mate interfering with her tumultuous relationship with Gerald. 

Once security personnel took Gerald to the back, Jax slowed the video down so they could look at every face in the lobby. 

“We’re looking for two, maybe three,” Jax explained. “Since we can’t sense them from the video, read their body language. They tend to be rigid even when not on duty. Shaved heads—”

“I remember.”

How could anyone who ever met a Hunter forget what they looked like?

But the longer she looked, the harder it was to tell. What if the Hunter was a woman? Did they keep their hair short as well? Or, like in the military, they put their hair in sensible styles that wouldn’t get in their way?

Jax sped the footage up, and hours after security detained Gerald, she saw herself bursting through the doors coming out of the staff area. Her head was lowered when she took a few steps and stopped.

“I... did you see anyone?”

Jax rewound the footage to moments before they came out and enlarged the first of the screens. The camera pointed to the front door. The lobby was a little busy as some people checked in and others headed to the restaurant for lunch, but she saw no one suspicious. Jax moved to the next screen, and once again, she only saw the people sitting in the sitting area in the lobby. 

“Could they be wearing disguises?” she asked out loud. 

“No. Hunters are set in their ways. They'll be in a standard dress code if they’re working or taking a break there. Like the human military.”

There was no one suspicious on the second screen, either.

Her breath caught when she looked at the third screen and saw a young man speaking on his phone. A wide smile filled his face as he stood by the elevators. His hair was shaved close to his head, and he had a muscular build, but he was wearing smart-casual clothes: a button-down shirt and a pair of dark jeans or trousers. 

The elevator doors opened, and another man came out, smiling at him. And like the first guy, he’d shaved his head and was muscular. Both men put their phones away and embraced before walking out of the shot. 

Jax paused that screen before he played the angle from the staff doors again. The two men walked past just before she came out of the doors. 

They hadn't even looked at her. 

The weight on her shoulders lifted as she breathed and sat back. 

Jax played the scene from another angle, and they watched the two men heading toward the restaurant. They watched themselves head out of the hotel, and the two men didn’t come out of the restaurant to follow them.

"A date?" she asked. 

Jax stopped the video and sat back.

"I didn't think they were allowed any relationships," he said with a thoughtful frown. 

“They must be allowed to. You said they’ve been born that way over the years, so they must procreate.”

She found it hard to imagine anything so evil could feel something other than hate for another human being. 

She felt all the tension leaving Jax’s body as he sat back and looked at her.

“A date. I almost had a heart attack over a fucking date,” Jax said, and then his lips curled up before he burst into laughter.

It had been so long since she heard that sound from him that she watched him for a moment. And then the laughter bubbled up inside her, too.

There was nothing funny about the fear she’d had. Nothing funny about the thoughts of leaving Jackson and Hope so she could live as her mother did. But finding out that she had worried for nothing was such a relief, so much so that she couldn’t help the hysterical, cathartic laughter. 

She was still laughing when Jax pulled her to him until she straddled his lap.

Still laughing when he started to rain little kisses on her face.

Still laughing when he pulled her t-shirt off and unclasped her bra.

In the back of her mind, she knew that this was just a reprieve. The Hunters would still come for her, but the day hadn’t arrived. This was the warning she needed to kick her butt into gear and make more concrete plans for how she would escape. 

The laughter started to die on her lips when Jax peppered little kisses on them. When he began to stoke the fire that only he could ignite. 

Jax put his arm around her and stood, his attention still on her lips as he set her on her feet. And then his fingers undid the button of her jeans just before he deepened the kiss.

Lost.

She was lost instantly.

In her emotions as well as his.

Despite how much Jax infuriated her sometimes, he could never hide that part of himself from her. The part that belonged to her. The part that loved her to destruction. 

When she stood naked in front of him, Jax crashed her body into his, pressing himself against her core with a growl. She knew he wasn’t going to be gentle with her. Their relief and combined need brought his wolf to the surface, and Cain loved it rough. Her body shivered in response even as she went up in flames.

Jax released her mouth and set her down in the chair before he ripped his clothes off and knelt in front of her. Her muscles started clenching before he even touched her. He pulled her to the very edge of the chair before gripping her thighs and raising both her legs over his shoulders.

Her heart pounded in her chest when she met his red gaze. It almost gave out when he licked his lips like he was about to feast. And when he lowered his head, she could have died right there.

Maybe it was because of the adrenaline from having escaped death once again, but every cell in her body reacted to the first touch of his lips. To his tongue and his hot breath fanning her heated flesh. She tumbled over the cliff before he did much, but he didn’t give her a moment to catch her breath. Jax ate her out until she was a trembling mess, her mind reeling, unable to process anything else. 

And when she was completely spent, he lowered her legs and snaked his arm around her waist to pick her up. He swapped their positions in seconds, sitting back in the chair while she straddled him. Jax was hard as steel when he lowered her onto him. He seemed determined to wring out every ounce of pleasure from her body. 

She was too shaky to move how he wanted her to, but Jax didn’t have a problem doing it for her. Like she was a rag doll, a puppet following her master’s will. Her useless wolf unfurled inside her as Jax commanded both of them. The pleasure doubled as she allowed her mate to do whatever he wanted to her body and mind. When she started to fall again, more violently than before, Jax held her down and sunk his teeth into his mark on her neck. 

There was no more thought. 

Her soul ripped to pieces and then reformed. Wave after wave after wave, it wouldn’t let her out of its grasp. Until Jax started to twitch inside her. Until he threw his head back and called her name. 

She was still trembling in his arms when she became aware of her surroundings. The chair she had been sitting on was across the room, and the laptop was on the floor. 

She lifted her head and met the still-red gaze of the man she loved. 

“Don’t leave me,” he whispered. 

“What?”

“Don’t even think about it. There’s nowhere in this world that you can go where I won’t find you.”

Her hazy mind cleared a little when she heard his serious tone. She hadn’t talked about leaving him but must have given herself away.

“We’ll face whatever comes together because I can’t imagine not waking up next to you,” Jax continued. “Promise you won’t leave.”

She brought her shaky hand to his face and palmed his cheek. She couldn’t imagine such a world, either, but if the Hunters at the hotel taught her anything, there was a chance she wouldn’t grow old with him the way he hoped. She would have to go, or they would kill all of them. And even if they got one of them, they would both die, leaving Hope an orphan. 

So she said those words anyway.

“I promise,” she whispered.

Jax brought his lips to hers in a gentle kiss, as if he was sealing the deal. When he lifted his head again, he was already hard inside her.

“Well, since we’re here for the night, I think we should take this party upstairs,” Jax grinned. 

“Hope—”

“Will be fine with everyone at home. Dylan probably has a team watching the hotel already. Let’s enjoy what we have together and forget everything else. Just for tonight.”

Just that morning, she’d convinced him to take some time away from his duties. But he was right. They were all safe for now, and there would be plenty of time when they went back home to argue about training and her father. 
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​Chapter 9
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Jax stood on the patio and looked out at the woods, completely relaxed for the first time since they killed the witch. It was the first time he had so much time to make love to his mate properly. It felt like a honeymoon, although when the time came for that, he intended to stretch that out as long as he could. Fucking Layla was an addiction that could never be equalled. Perhaps it was all he needed to focus on so he could heal his mind. 

If he could keep up with her, that was. His thighs and other parts of his body were still shaking from the exertion.

A smile stretched his lips as he sipped his coffee. He needed to sit down and rest, but as always, fucking Layla wrecked him and energised him at the same time. 

Everything was going to be okay now. He’d fucked up with Gerald, and the incident with the Hunters ruffled their feathers, but they could put all of it behind them now.

Once they got home, he’d train her ass off if that was what she wanted. He’d stop interfering with Gerald and Britney. As long as Layla was happy, that was all that mattered.

He’d always thought becoming mates would mean everything about their relationship would be perfect. But it just meant they were stuck together, whether they got along or not. He could see how other people rejected their chosen mates, but true mates were different. Rejecting Layla was impossible because she was a part of him, more so now with his mark on her neck.

Cain unfurled and growled in his head, but he shoved the beast back to the back of his mind. He’d already sensed the intruder while he’d made his coffee, and Cain had been too busy rolling around like a druggie in the dopamine caused by making love to their mate.

‘If the Hunters had come for us, you’d have got us killed,’ he teased his beast. 

‘Hunters are like cubs with no teeth. I don’t know why you never let me kill them.’

He rolled his eyes and didn’t bother responding. You never killed a Hunter. It was something taught to every wolf. 

A few minutes later, a naked man walked out of the woods, his dick swinging everywhere with each step. 

“Fuck, Ryker,” he said, looking back into the house through the window. Layla was up, but she wasn’t downstairs yet, thankfully. “You know my mate is here. Why the fuck are you letting that thing blow around in the wind?”

Ryker put his hands on his waist and continued walking, ignoring his reaction to his naked body.

“How is she?” the Alpha asked.

He frowned at the scarred face before him and then took another sip of his coffee. Over a year ago, Ryker strung him up and thought the game the witch played had been fun. Now he felt he could just drop by.

“How she is is none of your business. What do you want?”

Ryker looked back at the woods where a few of his people hid. 

“I was told you’d been spotted in the area a few days ago,” Ryker said. 

“If you’re going to ask why I didn’t tell you again, I’ll confirm right now that I’ll never fucking do that.”

Ryker snorted and turned back to him. Though he didn’t lower his head, he didn’t look directly at him anymore. It appeased Cain enough not to take it as a challenge. Ryker was the one person he’d rip apart if he ever looked him in the eyes again, even if Layla didn’t want him to. 

“I came to ask if you saw my boys; they haven’t checked in since they saw your car heading this way.”

He frowned. He hadn’t sensed anyone else for days.

“That was three days ago.”

“I’d have come sooner, but you’ve been stuck in your house for days. I didn’t think you’d appreciate the disturbance,” Ryker said.

“You’re the first person who’s come this close since we arrived.”

He stretched his senses further, wondering if he indeed missed anything while he’d been lost in his mate. He’d teased Cain about it, but the beast would have been the first to react to any threat to Layla’s life. 

This was the second group of scouts missing. Was it a coincidence?

“They’re probably in town, stuck in a whore house again,” Ryker said, turning around. “I’ll send someone—”

“Don’t,” he cut in. “Didn’t you get a phone call?”

Ryker turned back to him, a frown on his face.
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